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"You can learn more about a person in an 
hour of play than from a lifetime of 
conversation" 
Plato
My 
Background
• PhD Candidate
• M.Ed
• GradDipEd (ECE)
• BEd (Primary Teaching)
• B.A (Psychology) 
• Dip Professional Counselling
• Currently completing Post Graduate Certificate 
in Therapeutic Play Skills
• Unitec Lecturer in ECE 
• Counsellor and a trainee Play Therapist 
Child and 
Adolescent 
Mental Health
Difficult to find child and youth mental 
health statistics
NZ has highest youth suicide rate (out of 
19 countries)
Clinical depression, anxiety and other 
mental disorders are increasing
Children as young as 5 are having panic 
attacks
Causes?
Social media
Anxiety about the environment/global warming
Rapid changes in workplace
Uncertainty about career paths
House affordability
Attachment related issues
Unequal access to resources (poverty)
Move away from free play
What is Play Therapy?
Psychotherapeutic approach
Children age 3 to 12 (and older)
Explore repressed thoughts/emotions through play
Comfortable room
Few limits imposed
Anything can be anything in the playroom
What is Play 
Therapy?
Therapist joins the child in the play
Child sets the therapist up to feel as they are 
feeling
Therapist models self-regulation, 
acceptance, positive regard
Generally non-directive /child led
12 sessions are ideal  
Easy to think it is an easy process for the 
therapist 
Understanding the 
Brain
• Reptilian Brain – breathing, heart rate –
Am I safe?
• Limbic Brain – feelings – Am I loved?
• Neocortex – thinking brain – What can I 
learn from this?
• Lower brain questions must be 
answered first otherwise the thinking 
brain is offline.
The Therapist as the 'Other'
• Play can help to tell the story
• Story has to heard and held
• Play therapy provides an other to the child’s story
“No greater agony than bearing an unheard story inside 
of us.”
Maya Angelou

Play Therapy 
Experiences
• Arts and crafts (painting, drawing etc)
• Sand tray
• Dress up
• Figurines
• Games – board games, hide and seek
• Imaginary play
Anything can be anything in the playroom
Does it Work?
• Evidence that it is an effective 
intervention
• SDQ (Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaires)
• Ideal early intervention
• Not suitable for every person (no 
intervention is)
• Helps children to become unstuck 
developmentally
• Magical quality to it
Play Therapy in New 
Zealand
• New and emerging field in NZ
• Limited training available – esp in 
Auckland
• Generally offered at post graduate 
level 
• Emergence of play therapy in schools
• Unitec study of one school offering PT
Can Teacher’s Draw 
on Play Therapy?
• Learning and healing happen through play
• Positive relationships are everything
• Reflect what you see
• “ I can see that you are feeling really angry”.
• Say what is happening for you
• “Wow, that feels like a lot. I am just going to 
take a breath.”
Can Teacher’s Draw 
on Play Therapy?
• Notice patterns in the play
• “Show me another way”
• Become aware of your internal process
• Educate whanau on the value of play and 
‘special time’
• If you are concerned, look for referral 
options i.e. play therapy
Training Options
• Play Therapy International (UK)
• Synergetic Play Therapy (USA)
• Child Play Works (Hamilton)
• Hopefully here at Unitec…..  Watch this 
space
Play Therapy Resources
• Lessons from the Playroom podcast
https://synergeticplaytherapy.com/podcasts/
• TedTalk – Paris Goodyear-Brown
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbeS5iezIDA
• Lots of articles, blogs and YouTube clips online
Any Questions?
My contact details:
aperry@unitec.ac.nz
http://www.play-therapy.co.nz
